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Northwest Immigrant Rights Project
Jorge Baron and Maria Kolby-Wolfe
November 22, 2019
Interviewers: Kristen Smith Dayley and Twila Bird

Jorge: What day it is … what the legal framework is.

Kristen: It’s almost not a joke.

Maria: It’s NOT a joke. Right? It’s so depressing.

Kristen: I just last week mailed in a whole supplemental letter for one of my asylum clients because I'm
like, “Yeah, what I sent in last year is not going to be sufficient.” And I had an attorney who said, “Well,
you know, I'm a property attorney. Whenever I find my claim, it's whatever law was in place when I
filed.” I'm like, “If only.”

Jorge: [Laughter] I know, I know.

Kristen: Okay. So the first thing I'm going to have you do is just introduce yourself for the tapes. All right,
good to go.

Jorge: Sure. My name is Jorge Baron. I’m the Executive Director at Northwest Immigrant Rights Project.

Maria: My name is Maria Kolby-Wolfe. I'm the Director of Development and Communications at
Northwest Immigrant Rights Project.

Kristen: Jorge, will you tell me just a little bit about all the all the things that Northwest Immigration
Rights Project does and, kind of, when it was established and what it's grown into?

Jorge: Sure. So, the organization has been around for 35 years, started in 1984. And I feel like we've kind
of come a little bit full circle, because the origins of the organization was specifically to help Central
American refugees during the mid-1980s, when they were fleeing the civil wars. And so it started as a

little volunteer project to help people at the time and of course, you know, now it's one of the main
things that we do is help that same population with fleeing for other reasons. But so we're kind of full
circle that way.
So, most of our work, about 95% of the work that we do, is what we call “direct legal representations.”
So that's helping individual community members who are navigating different aspects of the
immigration system. So even though we started focusing on asylum, we do just about every kind of
immigration issue that low-income people would need. So, we don't do like employment visas and stuff
like that. But we do, you know, asylum, we do family visa petitions, we will help people with deportation
cases, citizenship applications. We do a lot of work with survivors of domestic violence, sexual assault
and human trafficking, because there's some special humanitarian protections for them. So that's the
bulk of our work that the staff is doing is helping on the individual cases.
But then we also engage in two other components of our work, which is what we call systemic advocacy,
which is trying to change systems or policies. And we do that mostly through impact litigation cases
through federal court actions, sometimes in state court, mostly in federal court, where we're suing
federal government, sometimes local governments to try to change the policies or the practices that are
harming our clients.
And then third component of our work Is our community education efforts. And we see community
education happening at, like, multiple levels. So one, I mean, most of our focus is on the client
communities that we're serving to inform them of all these changes: What's happening with
immigration policy, and make sure that they're aware of options that they might have in immigration. So
that's a big component of our community education. But then we also engage – we also do, kind of,
indirect, what I now call indirect community education, which is going to service providers who might be
interacting with those community members so that they're aware of the options they have. So, whether
it's people in healthcare; I did a presentation this week for folks at food banks. And so that they –
because they come in contact with community members – And so they might … we want to make sure
that they have good information, they know how to refer, and also sometimes, frankly, dispel some
myths that sometimes they might pass on bad information, without actually meaning to.
So that's the way that we approach our work. So those are kind of like the three big buckets in the areas
that we focus on. We are focused on the state of Washington. So we serve people across the state. We
have two offices in eastern Washington: in Wenatchee, and in Granger, which is in the Yakima Valley.
Then we have an office in Tacoma that's mostly focused on the Northwest Detention Center (they were
the Northwest Detention Center)1. And then our office here in Seattle. So we serve all the state and, of
course, through our work at the Northwest Detention Center, we actually end up serving a lot of people
from the whole region, because if people get arrested by ICE in Oregon or Alaska, they’re, you know,
and anywhere in Washington, they get brought to the Northwest Detention Center. And then we also
end up getting a lot of people from the southern border who get brought up to the Northwest Detention
Center, as well as sometimes people from, like, Montana and Idaho who also get brought to the
detention center. So if they're here physically, we will help them.
I'm sorry.

1

The Northwest Detention Center has recently been renamed the Northwest ICE Processing Center.

Twila: Whether they were coming [inaudible].
Jorge: From the southern border? Well, so it's kind of cyclical. It's a little bit cyclical. And so we, we … I
think it's gone down from what it was, say like last year. But I think it's just also because there was a
significant increase in the number of people coming to the southern border – asylum seekers. So we did
see an increase in … The number of people detained at the detention center has been kind of the same,
like the total number, which has been like 1,500, like the full max.

Maria: Yea, they keep it pretty full.

Jorge: It's just a mix of how many are local folks versus how many they're bringing down from the
border. And so the composition of that percentage has shifted a little bit. And I think in the last few
months, we've seen a little bit of a decrease, but that's a decrease from like a higher level that we had
last year. So it's just kind of this, like, you know … it's like the composition kind of shifts a little bit on
whether it's 60% from the border, or 60% from the local community.
Yes. Well, we don't see. I mean, we do see some cases from the northern border. But it's more limited.
And it's always like, it's more kind of unusual.

Kristen: And a lot of it’s mistaken stuff.

Jorge: A lot of stuff. I mean, my favorite example of that was when I was working in the Tacoma office as
a staff attorney, I was doing an intake and it was a group of Israeli young men who were hiking in
Canada and got lost and came across the border, and didn't speak English well. And this was like, you
know, mid- to .. like 2006, 2007. So I think it was still close enough to 9/11 that then you have a group
of, you know, Middle Eastern looking man, coming – yeah, coming across looking a little bit disheveled
and, like, creating a little bit of a panic up there. And so border patrol got called and they got brought to
the Detention Center. And they just wanted to go back to Canada, collect their gear, and go home. And
they wouldn't let them. They had to get deported to Israel.

Kristen: Didn't we just have the situation in The Washington Post with the English family?

Jorge: Yes, with the English family.

Kristen: There was an accident and they got diverted off the road. And, yeah. We don't have a lot of
Canadians trying to get in.

Jorge: But ironically, like where we've had most - I mean, there are – I mean, there's probably … there is
some, like, kind of like drug, you know, trafficking and stuff like that. That happens, but it usually doesn't
happen … The way that it happens is, I mean, most of it actually happens … When there have been
issues it's at the port of entry. Like they're … like people are almost never trying to sneak in around. It's,
like, they're actually trying to cross through the legal crossings. So, there's a lot of, like, Border Patrol
activity. But it actually isn't even focused on the border. Like we have like Border Patrol agents down in
in in Grant County and Eastern Washington going to the courthouses to try to arrest people. And you're
like, why is Border Patrol in the courthouses? Exactly, like, why? Why are they … but that's because they
have nothing better to do, frankly. There's not enough activity to warrant all the numbers of people that
they have up here.

Kristen: I think one thing that would be interesting to get on here is, kind of, how the … How you do your
work; what the base looks like in terms of actual paid staff, volunteers; and where you get the
manpower to do the work you do.

Jorge: So our total, so right now we have a total 114 staff across the four offices, and about half of that
is attorneys. And then, you know, there we have, what we refer to as legal advocates that in other
organizations might be called paralegals. And then, of course, all the, you know, teams that support our
work: development staff, finance, admin team, operations. And so, I think the way that we kind of … so
we obviously leverage wonderful attorney volunteers to, to help with a lot of cases. And so we … the
way we try to focus is, you know, try to have our volunteers take on cases that are kind of suitable
because either they are moving at a speed that volunteers will be able to take on, there's some things
that like you have to kind of like drop last minute, like it’s an emergency case. And oftentimes, it's hard
to ask a volunteer to do that. And so we tend to focus our resources on those kind of like last-minute or
really heavily complex cases. And then, you know, we'd leverage a lot of capacity. I think we figured out
it's like, close to $5,000,000 worth of legal time for the volunteer attorneys. Yeah. And then, you know,
we use a lot of volunteers in other ways through our, you know, law scool students, interns. We have
like a number of people who volunteer and

Kristen: And you have a relationship with the University of Washington Law School, right?

Jorge: We do. Yeah. So one of our … actually, we currently have a … so our, our … one of our staff
members, we actually – the University of Washington actually contracts with us so that our staff
member is actually the instructor for the clinic. And that helps us in that not only because they take on
cases, but, as we see it, sort of in the long term we're also building the next generation of immigration
attorneys. Hopefully.

Twila: Is there a lot of enthusiasm to volunteer in this area?

10:42
There is, I think, one of the – chime in – Frankly, I think there's a lot of enthusiasm and one of the things
we are always trying to figure out is how to sort of match the need with the volunteer services. I think
one of the things that's really difficult a lot, the kind of work that we're focused on is – and you probably
can attest to this, Kristen – is how long the cases take. And so one of the challenges that I think a lot, for
a lot of our clients – in fact, I just … so I don't do that much case work these days, but I take on a few
cases here and there. And I just today got a final – and I just called this client to let her know she finally
got her green card, right, as a permanent resident. She was, you know, crying over the phone. She's had
such a long journey. Her case started back in 2010. Right? Like that was the first contact she had with
our office was back in 2010. So it's been nine years that we have been working. In fact it was a pro bono
attorney that took the first part of the cases, this U-Visa case, and we just completed the final step for
her permanent residency.

Kristen: And U-Visas are faster than most of them, right?

Jorge: Well, it’s competing now as to which one’s slower, but you're right. I mean, an asylum case could
take that long. Yeah. And so the challenge is that sometimes it's hard. You know, sometimes it's hard for
volunteers when we tell them that, that it could take that long to commit for that, because, you know,
they're like, “I don't know, if it's going to take that long whether I could stick with it.”

Kristen: At the U-Visa workshop on Friday, I had a guy sitting next to me who said, “I'm a stay-at-home
dad, but I can't commit to this timeframe.” So I said, “I'm not going anywhere.” So I, you know, agreed
to partner with him on that while I take another one too, because I said, “I can do the back end.” He
said, “I can do a lot of the upfront work for six months, but I can't you know, I can't guarantee that I'll be
here five years from now.”

Jorge: Right. Right. Yeah. And so that's, that's a great example. And I think, I mean, not often do we have
the opportunity to partner people always. But so, yes, I mean, I think there is and there's definitely been
a lot of interest. But I think the challenge sometimes is … and sometimes it's kind of the flip side. So, for
example, the detention center for the cases that are being seen there, sometime there, the timeline’s
actually compressed. And so things are actually happening much faster. And it requires, like, a much
heavier expenditure of time and resources. So in that situation, like, the attorney has to, like, commit to
taking a lot of time right away. And not only that, if the attorney is based in Seattle, which most of our
volunteers are, then they have to travel down to Tacoma. Getting in to see the person who's facing the
client is going to take them, you know, an hour just to wait to see the client and get in to see the client.
And so that becomes a barrier, something on the other side, which is that the commitment is too front-loaded and takes a lot of energy.
So, I think sometimes like there's a lot of willingness to volunteer for like a short-term kind of
commitment. And that's the part where sometimes it's a little hard because the cases that we tend to

focus on are the kind of complicated, longer lasting clients. And so we may end up referring some
volunteers to other agencies that can that can do better with the shorter-term commitments for some
of like the, you know, citizenship clinics or something where it's like a just a one-day commitment or like
a few hours commitment. For us, we tend to focus on like the bigger chunk. We do have some clinics for
some specific areas like for the DACA program, we run some clinics with Perkins Coie, and Amazon legal
department and with Microsoft. But that's limited to that kind of population and things that can be done
kind of in a relatively tight, short timeframe.

Twila: Do you have a [inaudible, but question was about what Jorge thinks will happen to DACA]

Jorge: I do in the long term. So, I think that people who are in the DACA program are ultimately going to
have protection. And the reason for that is because I think the political pressure to protect them is going
to be too strong. And so I think, at the end of whatever period we can think of, there's going to be some
deal made in Congress to protect most of them, maybe not all of them, but most of them. The problem
… I am not optimistic that the Supreme Court is going to rule in favor of the DACA program. I think
they're going to allow the administration to end it in the spring. And the question then will be, you
know, what happens in the interim? Will the administration – I mean, if the administration is trying to be
politically smart, they don't – I don't think that's the issue that they want to be running on during the
election. So they're … so my suspicion is that they are actually going to try to extend and do like a little
grace period, just to kind of keep it off the headlines. Because I think if they have all these people who
are now losing their work permits, and this is …

Kristen: Right before the election …

Jorge: Right before the election. I think that's going to – I mean, they may not – they may think that
plays to their base, so this might not happen, but I think that … I think there's going to be some pressure
to not have that be the issue that they’re running on.

Kristen: Although Steven Miller might want that.

Jorge: Although that might happen. But anyway. So there may be a period when there's some
uncertainty for that group. And there's certainly a lot of anxiety right now, but I am relatively optimistic
about them. The problem is, what is going to be the price of providing them protection? So my concern
is that, because they're going to have to change the law, that folks on the other side of this issue are
going to demand something in return. And that could be, you know, funding for the wall, which is, like,
bad in a symbolic and a waste of resources but maybe it wouldn't necessarily harm anything, except
maybe an environment. But what I'm more worried about is that they might try to change, like, you

know, asylum law. Further than they have already, but they've tried. Or make it even more restrictive or
change for example, family migration.

Kristen: That was Trump’s first State of the Union.

Jorge: Right. And so that's what I'm worried about is in some ways – like what the price will be and they
will damage other groups.

Twila: [inaudible]

Kristen: Yeah, he did this whole presentation about what he would do.

[Quick discussion with Twila clarifying that reference was to Trump’s remarks in his first State of the
Union address and not his Inaugural Address.]

Kristen: I think one of the big questions that we get all the time, especially – and I've been asked by
members of Their Story is Our Story multiple times, “How do I respond to this?” – is “Why don't they
come over legally?” Which, first off, my immediate reaction is “Asylum is legal.” It’s a protected right
under both international and humanitarian law. But there is a lot of misconception about “Why don't
you just come over legally?” And so when I've gone through and said, “Well, look, you know, here's your
best case scenario: Let's say that you have an immediate family member who is a citizen, it's still going
to take you, you know, if you're from Mexico it could still take you 22 years!” And you know, and people
get this glazed look in their eyes, but they don't understand why that would be and how broken our
system is. So, I know it always depends on where you're coming from what your situation is. But I
wonder if you would be willing to take a bite at that outline explaining, you know, why does it take so
long?

Jorge: Yeah. Well, I mean, I think the first thing that I say to people is that, “You know, for some people,
there's just isn't even like a pathway, right?” There isn't. You know, I think people imagine that there is
just like, a line that you can get on and try to get in and they're … For most people, there isn't even that
option, right? So that's one of the first items. Some people may have family relationships. And then we
get into the fact that, like, the backlogs are so long, and that becomes a very … Some people there's not
even that, you know, ability to do that.
And then I think the other thing is that, you know – and it really depends of course on like the reasons
that people are coming, because some people are trying to reunify with a family member and there may
be a pathway there. And we can talk about all the barriers there. But for the folks who are, you know,

leaving because they're fearing for their safety? There isn't. I mean, so first of all, like there isn't … The
mechanism that we have is our refugee program, right? Like that's supposed to be the way that people
can come from another place and get status before they get here. But that is very limited, very limited
even historically. And now it's even more limited, right? Like we’re giving 18,000, this fiscal year we're
giving 18,000 slots …

Kristen: Divided across …

Jorge: For this 60-plus million people who are who are identified as refugees – probably an undercount
by UNHCR. So there's very limited opportunities, and most of those are not available to save people
from Central America. Like, if you're from Central America, there isn't a legal way for you to be able to
apply to be a refugee to come to United States. As a practical matter, that's just not going to happen.
And so the only way that you have which our laws, you know, create is to present yourself on U.S. soil
and seek asylum. And so as Kristen mentioned, this is a legal right that's in our laws, right? And it
actually says very explicitly, regardless of how you came to United States you can apply for asylum. And
so that's what people are doing at the border.
And so it's not, it's not illegal. If your fear is that you're going to be persecuted, and you have a, you
know, credible fear. If you don't know, but you want to try, you know, getting protection, that is the way
that our law has set up a process to allow people to obtain protection, and of course, something that I
think we should have. Because I think we should, you know … it's always like I try to help explain it to
other people, it's like, you know, imagine that you're a domestic violence survivor who's, you know, in a
neighborhood and your abuser’s about to, like, you know, kill you and you flee your house and you go to
the neighbor's house and say, you know, “Help me call the police, can we get protection?” Right? And
then we start, you know, trying to prosecute them for trespassing. Like that doesn't make … None of us
would do that, right? Like, that would just seem, like, completely unfair. And it's like the same exact
thing that we're doing here. Like we would in that situation, we would naturally want to protect that
human being. And this is like the same concept that we want to protect people and that they should be
entitled to protection both morally but legally. And so that's my answer in terms of, like, the fact that,
like, people who are fleeing for their lives should have the right – and do have the right under our laws –
to seek protection.
I think where it gets a little bit more … for some people might be like, “Well, but what about people who
are just coming for, you know, economic reasons?” And, you know, in that situation, like, if you come for
economic reasons, right now, you're going to be sent back. Like there's no – you can't show up at the
border and say, look this is going to be where you get to, thank you. You're not going to get, you know,
to stay. You're just going to be sent back. So what we're really talking about a bit – the people who are
in this process right now are people who already at least articulated a claim for protection in the U.S.

Twila: Do you specialize .. Does it matter to them [inaudible – question appears to be about women
seeking protection]

Maria: Oh, you know what, I'm really going to defer to Jorge. We do have a unit that has a large number
of women – our VAWA unit that does do a lot of protection for women, but not necessarily just for
asylum.

Kristen: And that's a tricky area of asylum law right now, because of changes under Sessions.2

Jorge: Yeah. I think that's right. And also, I mean – and I think it's important to flag – because I think that
I often say this when I'm doing presentations with folks in the, sort of like, social service providers and
folks who are not understanding the scope of immigration law: When you think of, like, the category …
the reasons … Because that's often one of the other points that I sort of make to people is that I think
most people think if you're in danger in your home country that you're going to qualify for asylum. And
unfortunately, our asylum laws are not that broad and you have to fit into this category of, you know,
that your reason for being persecuted is because of race, religion, political opinion, nationality or
membership in a particular social group. And when I tell people … I said like, you know, “If you think of
our discrimination statutes …”

Kristen: And your persecutor has to either be the government or a group the government is unwilling or
unable to stop.

Jorge: And there's all kinds of other requirements. But even just that piece. I always tell people, like, if
you think of our discrimination laws, What's the kind of missing element in that list? Right? When we
think of, like, reasons that you can't be, you know, discriminated against, you know: race, religion,
nationality, sex … Sex is not in the list for asylum. And so, we see a lot of cases where, really, the reason
that people are being persecuted or harmed is because of their being women. Right. I mean, there's also
sexual orientation and sexual identity issues, but that is not recognized explicitly in our … And so there's
been this whole, you know, long debate about the category of membership within a particular social
group and the extent to which women or certain women might qualify under that category. And that
has gone from there being no recognition to, under the Obama administration, more recognition. Not all
women, but at least acknowledging that in some cases, gender could be one of the bases for asylum. To
now retrenching back in the opposite direction with this administration. And that's something that we're
still fighting. And I think that there's still, like, arguments to be made. But this is an example where those
issues at the ground level can really make it very difficult because, yes, we might be able to win that
case if we appeal it all the way to the Ninth Circuit. But that that could take, like, years. And if the
person's detained, the person's just going to give up because they don't want to fight that long. They
don't want to be detained for that long.

2

Former U.S. Attorney General Jeff Sessions.

Kristen: The large supplemental letter that I was saying I sent in last week, it was all about showing that
this woman was the member of a particular social group, in terms of … yeah. And trying to buttress
contrary arguments that she would not be deserving of protection because she didn't fit into one of the
protected categories.

Jorge: And I think this is, like, when people say, “why?” Like, asylum seekers like that, why the success
rates are low like because they'll say, “Well, all these people – a lot of people – end up getting denied
asylum.” I think for most people, like, the sense they get it's like, “Well, it's because they're not in
danger. They're not real, they’re bogus claims.” And you know, granted there's probably … there are
some like fraudulent asylum seekers, don't get me wrong. But we see many, many more people who
have legitimate fears who have danger, who either never thought to make the argument about the
nexus because for most people, it just doesn't make any sense. Like if I tell you, I'm going to get killed,
and your question is like, “Well, why? Why are you going to get killed? Like I believe you – you're going
to get killed, but why?” People are like who cares?

Kristen: You’ve got to answer “Why?” correctly.

Jorge: Right. And it's like, “What's the reason that you're going to get killed?” Like, for most people that
doesn't matter. Like, I'm just trying to prove, like, … Listen, so most people who are going before an
immigration judge to try to prove – their focus is on proving that they're in danger. Because that's what
they think is the key. And that is a part of it. But it's not the whole thing. And so a lot of people just are
not thinking about “Why? Why?”

Kristen: Or they don't have the representation to tell them that.

Jorge: Right. And so – and most people don't have the representation. And so making that argument …
And of course, most people are not going to be able to say, like, “membership in particular social group”
because who knows what that is?

Kristen: Right.

Maria: I barely know what that is.

Jorge: Right? I know. I know. Well, we'd like … Everybody is struggling with that. And so I think that's the
piece is that, like, most people don't get that, like, that's not, you know, a concept that's going to be
articulated. I mean, that people are not going to get. And so that's where you end up with a lot of claims
being …

Twila: Do you have any statistics on how many asylum seekers have legal representation and how many
are going alone to try their cases?

Jorge: Yeah, so there's some national statistics. And then there's sort of local statistics. And they're
pretty much on about on average to the same numbers as the national level. So, if you look at … And I
guess the problem is, like, when we talk about asylum seekers, you could end up being in two different
systems. You could be in the affirmative track, which is, like, which is when you are applying for asylum,
before you're facing deportation. And so that would be a situation or somebody, for example, comes to
U.S. on a tourist visa, student visa, or maybe you manage to cross the border without getting caught,
and then you apply, you know …

Kristen: You have a year to apply, once you cross or enter the United States.

Jorge: So more people in that group end up having representation most of the time because, like, if
they're going to go out and apply affirmatively, they are more likely to do that. But, so, the rates that we
have are more for the folks who are in the in the deportation proceedings already. So that’s the people
who, like, got caught at the border, right? Or presented themselves at the border, and they get put into
the deportation process as part of the asylum. And for that group … so it depends on whether you're
detained or not detained. Which, of course, like most people are now detained. If you're detained, the
national statistics – and this is basically same numbers in the detention centers – around 90% of people
are unrepresented. And only about 10% who complete their cases.

Twila: Do they even have a chance?

Kristen: Well, and I think the stat – and you’ll correct me – but, you know, that if you do have
representation, you are 10 times more likely to …

Twila: Yeah, exactly.

Jorge: Succeed. Yes. And so I think the answer to your question is that they have very little chance to ...

Twila: Wow. I didn’t realize that it was that high.

Jorge: And so … if you get released from detention, your chances of getting representation increase. So
the folks, for example, in the Seattle immigration court, about 60 to 65% of people are going to have
representation.

Twila: If they come out of there?

Jorge: If they are out of the detention center. If they're if they're here. And the reason for that is,
frankly, just because like you’re, you know, you can go to your attorney. They're going to charge you
less. If you're trying to get an attorney for somebody who's detained – in the private market it’s going to
be a much more expensive charge than if you're not detained because the attorney knows that they're
going to have to travel down to Tacoma to see, to be … And this is kind of an urgent system, so they just
charge more naturally. So a lot of people get priced out immediately if they're in detention.

Twila: I have to tell you – we were at the detention center on Tuesday. We just pulled up to the … what’s
the name?

Kristen: AID Northwest

Twila: AID Northwest – to their RV. Talked to them. Our videographer had a drone and used that drone,
up in the sky, …

[Laughter]

Kristen: Yeah, I didn't know they did that. I was like, “What drone are we talking about?”

Twila: He has a license. And the detention center officer to talk to him and he told him that it was okay
except that he said, “We had to bring our detainees inside because of what you were doing.” And the
footage that he got from the sky just blew me away to see how extensive that facility is.

Jorge: Yes. Wow, fascinating.

Maria: That is, because, you know, when you take a tour of it …

Jorge: I was a little worried that they were going to have like, the riots. I've seen the riot – the funniest
part in the detention centers they had like a protest from like, I can't remember it was, like, a Quaker
group – like, you know, the most, like, pacifist, you know … And then they come out with, like, riot gear,
like, fully dressed and I was like, “Come on guys! Like, I mean, it was a vigil, right? With like, no …

Kristen: Very threatening.

Jorge: Anyway, I’d love to see

Maria: But that is interesting, because when you go into it … I've done one of the tours that ICE will
guide you through. And you see like, this much of the space, right?3 And you see nobody who was
actually detained, really. Maybe at a distance. But you basically walk through the places that they're
very interested in having you see. And it's a little tiny oval that sort of circles around where the
immigration courts are, where you already can go in there as a public person. Exactly. And that is about
it. And that is an extensive … like, you know that there's more behind there. But you have no concept so
that … that footage!

Kristen: I know. And I think they got a good sense of just the arbitrariness of, you know, what's bail going
to be and how long are you going to be detained?

Twila: Well, some of the stories that those volunteers were telling us were just so abhorrent and how
long some of them are detained there to begin with. And how blatantly the facility is making money off
of the detainees. Waiting until the end of the day that they were going to be released to get all the
paperwork done, even until after 4:00 because that’s when they get to tack on another day of charge.
And they’ll let them go but it’s just …

Maria: We had a really interesting conversation when we came through. I went through with a group of
folks, which was an interesting experience because they asked lots of questions. They weren’t
appreciated. But one of the questions that was asked was about the labor that happens inside of … you
know, “Who's doing the work inside of here?” And they get paid $1 a day and they said, “Oh, but it’s a
volunteer program. People volunteer that volunteer do the work and then we give them $1 a day.” Very
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magnanimous of them. And the first question, the first hand shoots up. I don't remember who all was
asking all the questions. But the first hand shoots up and says, “So, what if they didn't volunteer?” It’s
like, “But everybody does. They want to volunteer.” And I said, “Well, what else do they? Yes? What else
do they do? Like, what else do you do during the course of the course of your day, when you're in the
detention center? What does your day look like?”
And it was, “Well, they get an hour that they can spend in the library, where most of the information is
in English. And you get an hour of, sort of, physical exertion out of the yards or what have you. And
that's it. And so the only other thing, of course, there is to do would be to volunteer to work for $1 a
day. And so then someone said, “Well, if nobody volunteered, just for instance, if no one volunteered,
what would happen? How would you run it? Wouldn't you have to hire somebody at minimum wage to
come and do this work?” And the man said, “Oh, we’d just have somebody else shipped in.” And then
realized – I think realized – that he was not supposed to say that out loud. He's like, “That was the inside
voice part.” And then said, “But, but people always volunteer, and it's never been a problem.” And then
we were rushed right along. It was a … And then he said, “I – actually I shouldn't talk about this anymore
because we’re in the middle of a lawsuit about it.” Which they are! We all know that.

Kristen: There is an issue. Yes, that's …

Maria: And that's what the lawsuit is driving towards is that … Imagine how much money that they
would not be making? If they had to pay somebody for …

[Disruption and side remarks as additional TSOS members join and get settled around the table]

Jorge: Yes, of course, of course. We’re used to that.

Kristen: This is Raul and Robin and Sarah.

[Greetings among participants]

Jorge: Great to see you guys. Thank you for coming. Welcome to Northwest Immigrant Rights Project.

Megan: Just to pause really quick, I think we probably have maybe about 10 more minutes of interview
time. Okay, well, and then we'll do some photos. Raul will just get some photos of you guys in action.

Kristen: I actually … I had, like, way more questions. Because the law is just so interesting …
Well, I guess since we are on a timeline, just … yeah. What are you seeing right now in terms of our
timeline for asylum cases? Because I … for instance, my first asylum case that I took was beginning of
2016. I’ve got three of them going right now. None of them have, you know, even, you know … no sniff
of interview at this point. So …

Jorge: Well, that's … It's like some of the hardest questions to answer to clients, right? Because in some
ways the the administration shifted their priorities to have the more recent cases handled first.

Kristen: But even my more recent …

Jorge: I know. But, well, so they did that. So it meant that the cases that have been waiting a long time
are going to be waiting even longer. But then on top of that, they also started sending the asylum
officers down to the border to … So most of the affirmative cases – the ones that we talked about – are
not in deportation proceedings are just almost like an indefinite hold. There's so few that schedule, that
is very hard to tell people right now what they can expect at this point.
The ones that are into the deportation process are also still facing … So there's the folks who are, you
know, undergoing all the challenges of the border where they're basically being deprived of the
opportunity to even realistically apply to us for asylum because they're being sent back to Mexico or
even now, starting to be sent back to Guatemala, right? But even folks who manage to get through …

Kristen: Yeah. That first one arrived today, yeah.4

Jorge: And so I think for the rest of the people … Even if you manage to not get caught up in that, and
you are going to, like … Let's say, I go today, just up the street here to the Seattle immigration court, and
I have my master, my preliminary, hearing with the judge. And I say, “Okay, I'm applying for asylum.
Here's my application.” The judge is likely to be setting down a case down for 2022 for my final hearing.
And so I'm going to be in limbo for, you know, three years. And while, for some people, that obviously
might be better than where they were before, but it's still like a long time.
And it's also kind of hard, frankly, as a provider of services. It's also hard for us because if I, if I say “yes”
to a client today, I need to make sure that they're not only, you know, that they’ll not only have an
attorney available today to help them with their initial thing, but then I'm going to have an attorney
available to help represent them three years from now because that's when the final hearing’s going to
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happen. So the timeline is really, you know, dragged on for a long time. And that doesn't serve, you
know, anybody.
But the worst thing is that the administration is now also trying … well, the period is being extended.
They're trying to take away, for example, the right to a work permit in many of those cases, or at least
lengthen the time that they're going to have to apply. And that's …

Kristen: And charging more money for it.

Jorge: And charging more.

Kristen: It's hard for me imagine because I feel like, at this point, that's one of the most valuable things I
do for my clients. And the process for applying for that work permit, you know, there's a lot of waiting
involved there too. So if you're an affirmative – say you applied within your first year – then, you know,
it probably took you almost that year to get representation to get it in, then you've got to wait 150 days
from when it's accepted, that filing, and you get your notice. [You must wait] 150 days to then apply and
then they're supposed to respond to you in 60 to 90 days, but that's been extended too. So many times
you're relying on the kindness of strangers, or you're being taken advantage of while you work under
the table to try to …

Maria: This is that whole story of, you know, what you were discussing of how do we then absorb folks
into our community? And how do we make sure that everybody's welcomed here? And think of what it
must be like to have, you know, to be depending even on family. But it's hard to be dependent on …
Here's a whole other family that's with us now that needs our help. in communities that are not often
well off. And so it's difficult even once you get here, and even if you have a status that at least lets you
stay here for a little while. You can’t just work.

Twila: Do you think that the general public is aware of the challenges?

Jorge: No.

Maria: No. No

Megan: And I hear, all the time, people making the claim that while they're in the middle of this process
that they're getting benefits, financial benefits from the government. And my understanding is they're
not is that they’re not. That's the case, right? So nothing. They have no help from …

Sarah: Unless it’s, like, just private. Because when we were at Highline College and we were talking to
someone who had come seeking asylum, they had ended up – and came from Angola – they were in
Mary's Place, in the shelter for three months before kind of getting into a home.

Kristen: One quick question: I had showed Megan when Jordan’s weekly email came out and all the
cases that had been screened by NWIRP and, you know, looking for volunteer attorneys. How …What
percentage get placed?

Jorge: So we … you know, it depends a little bit on the on the type of case. I mean, with detained cases,
it's probably the biggest gap. I would say, overall, the detained cases, maybe a quarter to a third of the
cases that we would like to place get taken either by volunteers or our staff. And we, frankly, have to
screen cases. I mean, the challenge is that there's some cases where it's, like, it's going to be a tough,
you know, argument to make just under our current … because, again, the administration is kind of
curtailing things. But even in those cases where we think there's a realistic chance of succeeding, we're
still only placing like a third, a quarter.
I think it improves with the non-detained cases and then with the affirmative cases. I think – I don't
know that we're at 100%. But we get closer to that. Certainly on the affirmative cases, I think we tend to
take … have more folks taking cases these days, we've seen a significant increase in the need for that.
But that's only because of, like, a lot of committed volunteers.

Twila: Do you, Jorge, talk to other organizations about what they’re doing, how they’re doing, and
what’s working?

Jorge: We do. We do. I mean, I feel like … So on the one hand, I feel like a lot of what I talk to a lot of
colleagues around the country, they're kind of … they ask, “What's the magic sauce in Seattle?” Because
they think we have a lot more capacity for the level of need that we have here. I mean, so we always
feel, like, overwhelmed, but when I tell colleagues in other parts of country, I would have 114 staff for
the state of Washington, they're like, “That's amazing.” I mean, there's … like I remember talking to
colleagues in, like, places like Alabama, and they were like … or Mississippi where they just have the
raids5 and they were just like … They have like, you know, maybe one or two nonprofit attorneys for the
entire state. And so, yeah.

Twila: What about the Refugee Justice League in Utah?
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Jorge: Yes, I'm familiar with that organization. Not closely. We, you know, we do work with, like, a
number of organizations, but we tend to do more work … I mean, there's some, like, that we just have
kind of longer relationships with.
But there's been a lot of – and it's interesting, because the other thing that's been interesting is that I
think … There has traditionally been a little bit of a separation, I guess I would call it, between the sort of
refugee-serving organizations and then the immigration/asylum organizations. And so we've always
operated more on this side, and so even with the local refugee organizations like … whether it's
Lutheran services, or IRC, or Jewish Family Services, like … It was sort of like we kind of knew each other,
but like we're operating, but because … And the reason was because refugees were sort of seen as, like,
the safe, non-controversial, and it was always … And now we’ve found ourselves – like everybody's on
the same boat being attacked. And so there's actually been a little bit more work in coordinating that
work, even locally.

Kristen: So if we're on a time frame here, Megan, I do want to ask both of you kind of how you got
started in this work and some personal experiences, but I also … I was just thinking about … I was at one
of the donor events, I think, early this year, and I ended up talking to one of the volunteer therapists
actually, who works with some of the children.

Maria: Eli?

Kristen: Yeah. I think it’s Eli. Anyway, he … his wife was talking to me quite a bit and talking about how
hard the work was on him because it's so emotional and then to see, some of your clients … they're not,
you know, given the relief that they need or not let in and … just the weight that he felt. And as I was
leaving, he made a comment – he handed me his card and said, “In case you ever need some help.” You
know. And he just said, “I worry about the attorneys taking these cases.”
And at the U-Visa training, your attorneys – your staff attorneys – actually made some comments about
the need for self-care and how difficult this work is. And I wonder if you can talk a little bit about that
and what you're seeing because you get emotionally involved with some of these, you know, and these
cases are traumatic.

Maria: Yeah, I can dive in a little bit. I … it's funny, I look back through my Facebook posts, and I see that
I was interested in immigrant rights and immigration and what was happening several years ago. Like,
it's been years that I've been paying attention, sort of like as an educated, well-meaning citizen of the
world. And I was working in the arts at the time. And about two years ago or so I saw this ad open up for
a position here at Northwest Immigrant Rights Project. And I knew about it: “Oh, that's a great
organization.” But I feel very passionately that the people who are parts of leadership of organizations
should reflect the people that they're serving. And so I did not apply for the position because I said, “You
know, I'm not from an immigrant community, or from an immigrant background. Someone who is an
immigrant should have that job. And it stayed open. It came up again. A friend was like, “You need to

apply for this job.” And I said, “No. They should have somebody who is from that community should be
in that position.” And he said, “Just do it. And they can always tell you no.” And I put it in and the next
day Chiyo6 called me and two weeks later, I think, I was hired. So it moved very quickly.
It has been, I feel … very at the same level as a lot of the donors and sort of some of the newer folks who
have come into immigrant rights, who well-meaning, thoughtful people prior to … and then realize there
was this whole other thing that was happening in the name of the United States of America is that
nobody knows about. And it has been shocking. I've been here a year in five months now. It has been a
shocking education.
I have so much more to learn. But it has been … How much I didn't know about what it takes to cross the
border. And I still … I get questions constantly, say, “Well, now, when was it that immigration courts
were separated from regular courts?” And I was like, “I have no idea what that answer is. I don't even
know – you know, I don't know why all that stuff happened.” So there's a lot of questions about “Why is
it shaped this way?” that I still don't know. And I'm still learning. And I think one of the things I feel so
passionately about – why I'm so passionate about this now – is that this is the face of who we are to a
wide swath of the world. And that face right now is not a very friendly one.
And I think America is greater for its immigration, and it's for immigrants. It's, you know, the beautiful
world that we want to believe in, that says, “If we can make it here, if we can help everybody here can
get along. You can do it all over the world, right? If we can happen here, it can happen anywhere.” And I
really believe that and I guess it's funny that I didn't realize how much I believed it until I started working
here and realized, “Oh, yeah, these are my values. This is what I believe.” And so it's been a real honor
and a real privilege.
As for the, the emotional weight, I I tell my team in development we get to step away from it. More than
our fellow legal staff does. So we have to be the ones that can be happy when other people maybe are
sad. But I remember the ... in the height of the sort of family separation crisis when it was still being
seen – it’s still happening. Like when it was in the press, Exactly. That's, I think, a better term for it. So
when it was in the press, and we had a group of asylees, about 200 asylum seekers sent from the
southern border to, up here to Seattle, many of whom were mothers and parents who had been
separated from their children. I had only been working here a couple of weeks, and then I … As it was
heating up, there was one case – it was like the first one that we thought we were going to be able to
get someone out. Super excited. I'm in the Calgary airport because I already had plane tickets to go on
vacation. And we get the word that she had denied her bond and she was not going to be allowed to
leave and go be with her child and I sat in the Calgary airport, and I burst into tears. I'm sitting there
crying in the middle of the airport, because I was so certain that she was going to be free and it was
going to be so … I was so excited about that, and it didn't happen. And I got back after that vacation, I'm
walking around the halls and I see the lawyers and I can tell that the mood of the office, it was dark. It
was a dark couple of … really months. And you could feel it as you walked down the hallway. As you saw
people.
The woman who, at the time, was doing a lot of our children's unit work. I was pretty sure she was going
to burst [unclear]. And that's when I would send an email saying, “Some people gave!” and “Look,
people brought us cookies,” and “People are supporting you.” And I would get emails back from staff
6

Chiyo Crawford, NWIRP Associate Director.

saying, “Thank you, that there are people out there, that we're not alone.” And that was really
important for people to know that there's other people out there. And that they weren't alone. But the
… you know, it takes a toll.
I have a young staff member who has moved from my department and become a legal advocate or is
becoming … has moved into the legal thing. She came to my office the other day and she said, “You
know, I just want to thank you for supporting me in moving to legal.” She’s like, “You know, I sometimes
miss being in development office because it's less stressful – which is not something people usually say
about development. And she's, like “I mean, it's stressful but like a different kind of stress. Like, she's
working with children. She's, you know, taking intakes from children and she's loving it. But it's definitely
emotional. So that self-care is crucial. It’s crucial.

Jorge: So I came to this work, I mean … A lot of the motivation comes from my experience being an
immigrant. I came to the United States from Colombia when I was 13 and my path to immigration was
so much easier because my family was fortunate to have resources at the time and, I mean … We partly
came for some similar reasons that my family had been threatened in Colombia, but we didn't have to
make, like, a journey like a lot of our clients do. We could come on a student visa and then, you know,
leave the country and come [unclear] legally. And then my mom decided to stay here. My parents
divorced, my mom decided to marry a U.S. citizen so we were able to stay.
So it was very easy on one level, but for me as a 13-year-old I didn't speak English at the time at all when
I came. And so I came, like, not speaking English and eighth grade, it's kind of a rough time to be the
“different” kid. And so, a lot of, like, mocking from my classmates that I still remember of, like, making
fun of me because I didn't speak English and how dumb I was because I didn’t do that. And so I … so it
was for me, I was very, like, kind of upset. And I was of course, like a really bad, like, cranky teenager.
I’m like, “Why did we have come to the U.S.?” I hated being here. And it was really like a negative
experience as I felt that at the time. But I remember that there were a lot of kind people during that
time, that made a huge difference for me, whether it was my eighth-grade teacher, Mrs. Potter, some
classmates, because they were just kind, right? And it was just during that time, when it was so hard to
have, like, kind people who, like, were nice to me. It was such a … for me, it was, I mean, not only was it
like emotionally, but actually I think they're, like, the ones who, like, prevented me from going into a
cycle of, like, you know, self-loathing and things.
I could see that I was very fortunate because I came in with, like, having had, like, you know, good
formal education in the past. I didn't have the trauma that a lot of our clients do, but I could just so
easily see how that traumatic change – even for somebody who had, like, all the other positive things
going for them – could easily spiral into, like, something really negative. And so those people were really
important to me. And, you know, part of what I like about doing the work that we do now is being able
to be that nice person, right? Like that person that's on your side, when all the other systems are against
you. And when you have no idea what's going to happen with this crazy system, or what the system
looks like, or what your chances are, and how am I going to go to court on my own? And we get to be,
like, “I will be with you, you know, I will help you tell your story. And I will do it and we will help you and
we're going to be with you and will, you know, fight for you,” … is, you know, very important to me to be
doing that.

And I think, you know, I think one of the most … it also, like, you know, I also just get so much energy
from like our client communities when, despite all of these things that we're doing to them … And one
example is, you know, from the family separation crisis – like, we were at the federal detention center,
when this group of asylum seekers got brought up and – just a little bit of background for all you – so
this is last, not this past summer, but in summer of 2018 when the family separation crisis was
happening at the border. But then they transferred all these parents all over the place, but they brought
a large group of them, as it happened, to not the Northwest Detention Center, but a separate federal
detention center that's a federal prison here at Sea-Tac, about a half an hour from here. And they just
brought them there. And they never told anybody. Like, no, they weren't, they weren't, … Like even the
consulates weren’t informed.
And so we found out about it through some, like, leaks and through some colleagues in Texas. We ended
up putting together that there was a group of asylum seekers – ended up finding out – we’re the ones
who alerted the community that there were these people here and then we kind of put together this,
like, last minute effort, you know, ad hoc to try to represent all these people or provide assistance to all
these folks.
So one of the things that we did is we did this this legal orientation session, which we actually had to like
push on, because they wouldn't let us at first. But they eventually agreed to let us do this presentation.
And so one of my colleagues and I went into the federal detention center, and we go into this large
visitation area. And so they had do … they had like, 50 of the asylum seekers had to be divided by
gender. And so we had 50 women, and they actually came from a ton of different places, but it was
mostly Spanish speaking individuals. And many of them, not all of them, but a significant portion of
them, had been separated from their children. So this is just like … they were … everybody was just in
terrible trauma, had no idea where they were, they were like … And so we do this presentation
explaining to them, like, the asylum process, like all the steps and when they could potentially ask for
bond and, you know, and they, of course, had tons of questions. And so we're tackling all these
questions. We keep going, presenting it. And unfortunately, all the answers that we had were, like,
really, like, bad. You know, like, we don't know, or, you know, you won't be eligible for asylum or you
might get deported. And so it was all like really kind of like that news mostly that we're giving people.
And so then … so the sentiment in the room was kind of pretty like “bummer,” right? Everybody was
feeling like that. And so, you know, people kept asking questions and finally, like, there were kind of no
more questions. And so we're like, “Okay, we're going to wrap up.” And somebody said, like, “Well, one
more thing.” I said, “Oh, okay, you have one more question.” She said, “Well, I don't have a question. I
just want to say thank you. Because, you know, nobody had explained this to us. You know, like, we
have been sitting here for weeks, and you're the only ones who came in to like, help us understand what
it is. And so we just want to say thank you.” And the 50 women broke into applause.
And it still makes me feel emotional now because I'm thinking like, just the fact that she thought of that
and they thought of saying thank you. And I said to them, I said, “I feel embarrassed as a U.S. citizen
now, you know, I'm an immigrant too. But as a U.S. citizen now I feel like I'm responsible for the way our
government is treating you, and I just want to apologize for the way that we're treating you.” But I also
told them, similar to what Maria was saying, which is, you know, “I hope you know that there's like a ton
of people outside of this place that really are, you know, protesting and are, you know, very upset about
the fact that you're here and the way you’re being treated, and certainly the mothers being separated

from their children. And so, I hope you know, that this is not our entire government, not our entire
country feels this way.”
But I think those moments, again, when somebody said, like, “Thank you, you know, for just being there
for us,” … So that they feel like somebody is at least acknowledging their humanity. That's what, you
know, like, inspires us to continue doing the work. But, you know, just to close on your point about the
self-care piece, it’s difficult, I mean, especially working on cases involving asylum, status. The whole
work that we have to do centers around the worst thing that's happened in somebody's life. And
unfortunately, we are often, as advocates, being in the role of having to re-traumatize people, having to
dig into, like, “Tell me what happened, and how did that happen, and explain it.”

Kristen: “And give me the details.”

Jorge: And give me the details of things that they should in no way have to … And that's, frankly, many
of us feel conflicted about it, because I think that we are, you know, cognizant of how people shouldn’t
have to endure that in order to gain protection. But that is the reality of the system that we have right
now. And, you know, I'm always sort of talking … The way that I try to handle that is by always
emphasizing to our clients that, you know … Because a lot of clients come to us thinking like, you know,
we're the experts, we’re like the … And I say to them …, like, I always tell people when we do kind of a
retainer, and we do the paperwork, but I say, you know, like, at the end after we'd like kind of talked
about it, I say, “You know what this means? It means you’re my boss.” In Spanish, I’ll say, “Su mi jefe.”
And I say that to help them understand that – and they are! I mean, you know, when you're an attorney,
you're not acting on the attorney’s behalf, you’re acting on the client’s behalf. “And so you are the one
that, you know, you're telling me that what you want. And if you what you want us to stay in the United
States [unclear], here's what we need to do. I can tell you how to get there, but it's your decision. I'm
not trying to, you know, tell your story. You know, just because I want to do it – because I'm trying to
help you achieve the goal that you have.”
And so I think it's just important for us to remind ourselves that the client is the one who's driving
decision-making process – that we're trying to help them achieve that outcome. But it is challenging,
and it's particularly challenging, you know, times like today. But at the end of the day when I see, you
know … When you get to be there that moment when, as you saw at the Welcome Center, and you’re
like somewhere where we have clients … When you see that parent walking out of detention and then
you get the picture of the time they were reunited with their child. For me as a parent, particularly those
moments of like family unity, when you see that parent with their child, you know … It's a rough system,
but if we were to just say, like, “I can't do it,” then that family would have been separated, right? And so
that's what I focus on is trying to make sure that we get as much, as many of those families to not be
split apart, and for people who might otherwise face danger to not have to face those dangers.

